Patterns of spread in recurrent head and neck squamous cell carcinoma.
To examine the pattern of spread regarding recurrent disease in primary head and neck squamous cell carcinoma. A retrospective study reviewed 128 patients who underwent primary tumor resection and postoperative radiation and/or chemoradiation for squamous cell carcinoma at Loyola University Medical Center from July 1993 to August 1998. Patterns of spread of recurrent disease were grouped according to site of recurrence and compared with the histopathology. Of 128 patients, 40 (32%) had recurrent disease, 22 (17%) died without disease, and 66 (51%) are disease free. Although the recurrences in patients who were N0 were primarily local-regional (8/11), the majority of recurrences in patients that were N+ with extracapsular nodal spread involved distant sites (18/24); 17/18 involved metastasis to the lung. This study gives the first report at our institution of patterns of spread in recurrent head and neck squamous cell cancer and compares these patterns within subgroups of patients based on the extent of neck disease at the time of primary surgical resection. Not only was there a higher rate of recurrent disease in patients with extracapsular nodal spread, there was a much higher involvement of distant metastatic sites as opposed to local-regional recurrence more often seen with the N0 neck. The most common site of distant metastasis was the lung.